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1Social Responsibility in the Information Age Foreword
Foreword
As an organisation which recognises the key role of technology in achieving our goals, The Post
Office welcomes the opportunity to become involved with the Advances in Social Responsibility
in the Information Age series of seminars. Our participation has led to a greater understanding of
the issues and  has also enabled us to provide insight into some of the practical challenges
involved in addressing such issues in corporate life. 
This report forms a key part of the ongoing research into the social and ethical implications of
the use of technology. The results of this research will support organisations in their drive to
understand these implications and the impact they have on customers, employees and the wider
community.
Alan Shepherd
Director Technology and Information Systems
The Post Office
Chapter 1: Introduction
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This report arises from a seminar series
funded by the Economic and Social
Research Council under the 1997 Seminar
Competition and with further sponsorship
from The Post Office. Their support is
most gratefully acknowledged. 
Without doubt information and
communications technologies (ICTs) are the
most influential technologies yet devised.
Since the early 1960s, society and its citizens
and organisations have become increasingly
dependent upon ICT. Indeed, computers are
changing where and how we work, learn,
shop, eat, vote, receive medical care, spend
free time, make war, make friends and
establish relationships. The computer
revolution, therefore, is not merely
technological and financial, it is
fundamentally social and ethical. We now live
in the Information Age where everyone
should be concerned with the social and
ethical impacts of the application of ICT,
and the policies and decisions that facilitate
this application. 
The social and ethical implications of this
technology warrant special attention and have
resulted in the creation of a discrete area of
research that has attracted people from
sociology, philosophy, law, psychology as
well as computer science and information
systems. Much of the early work in the 1970s
and 1980s was conducted in the USA.
However, since the mid-1990s there has been
a significant increase in activity within this
area in Europe, with several applied ethics
centres including IT related work and
individuals in many different university
departments undertaking work in this area. In
the UK the formation of the Centre for
Computing and Social Responsibility (CCSR)
at De Montfort University, the only UK-based
centre of its kind, has provided a focus for
this type of research. CCSR has established
the ETHICOMP conference series to provide
a European forum to debate the social
responsibility implications of ICT. 
It has created a web site (http://www.ccsr.
cse.dmu.ac.uk/) which is now recognised as
the leading portal in this field.
The seminar programme of which this is the
final report consisted of six seminars at four
venues spread from the south coast to the
north of England, each on a different topic.
The series has been a crucial step towards the
goal of establishing a vibrant research
community in this area that can inform ICT
users and policy makers within the UK and
participate fully in the global debate
concerning the impact of ICT. The seminar
programme has also:
Each of the following chapters is based on one seminar in the series, with the vast majority of materials
referred to being ones that arose out of the seminar.
• Fostered collaboration across disciplines
and institutions in addressing the impact of
the Information Age
• Provided a forum to identify and debate
social responsibility issues related to ICT
• Promoted dialogue between the research
community and ICT users and policy
makers
• Provided support for new researchers 
in this area
• Linked with other initiatives concerning
issues of the Information Age.
Chapter 2: Work
N Ben Fairweather
with material from Chris Megone
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Work is a creative activity contributing to
the needs and wants of a complex
community. This implies that workers will
normally have interaction with clients and
interaction with fellow workers. These
interactions traditionally have been face-
to-face, but are now increasingly carried
out at a distance.  
Location Independent Work
Increasingly in the information age, people
are working in a location independent
manner (location independent working –
LIW). This means we need to think about
why direct interaction is advantageous.
Interaction with others gives the possibilities
and advantages of friendship (in a broad
sense). Yet, traditionally, friendship has
needed face-to-face interaction. 
‘Virtual friendship’ gives rise to 
problems for workers
• Creativity: it is easier to explore apparently
wild ideas face-to-face, in private and 
unmonitored. Many ideas eventually
implemented start life as debates about
‘wild’ ideas 
• Isolation: even the most advanced
communications technologies cannot
prevent feelings of isolation. Remote
workers may also either be forgotten or
fear they will be forgotten 
• Personal Development: much personal
development takes place informally at
work. For many this can be one of the
great benefits of working life. A high
proportion of informal contact is lost if
communication is down-the-wire. 
Location Independent Working (LIW) 
can affect 
• Capacity for the employer/manager/
supervisor to manage work: management
by results moves to the forefront, when it
might not have been considered for
location dependent working 
• Capacity for employees to negotiate
conditions (partly because union
organisation is more difficult among
isolated workers)
• Trust and privacy, if electronic surveillance
techniques are used.
Location Independent Working radically
affects the relationship between work and the
community. Much of our world is structured
around there being set places of work: whole
service industries (eg office construction,
cleaning, lunch provision, and transport)
survive on providing for workers in those
workplaces. 
Similarly, LIW can radically affect the home
and the community around the home.
Virtually all LIW involves either work at
home or work much closer to home. Greater
presence in the home community in daytime
means more trade for local shops. Less time
spent travelling means more time for
involvement in community activities.
Reductions in travel associated with work
(Home Office Partnership, 1998, p7) can also
be expected to reduce pollution and road
congestion where LIW is introduced. 
When some work is within the house, it takes
up space that could be used for household
activities. 
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Other Effects on Work
Even without LIW, the information age can
be expected to have substantial effects on
work. 
There is increasing globalisation of work.
Some industries are ‘geographically
footloose’. These industries are increasingly
using ICTs to redistribute work around the
globe. This looks likely to involve the
retention of the most sophisticated and high
value roles in what are currently the most
economically dominant regions of
industrialised countries, while less
economically rewarding roles are ‘exported’.
This might lead to increases in levels of
incomes in the countries and regions that
receive the ‘exported’ employment. At the
same time, global inequality may still
increase further.
Work is increasingly becoming knowledge-
and skills-based. Those without the
knowledge and skills, and without the means
of obtaining them, are increasingly being
excluded from well-paid work. This exclusion
is amplified if they are also excluded from
access to advanced information and
communications technologies (Castells,
1998), whether in less industrialised countries
or areas of deprivation in more industrialised
countries. 
• Increasing numbers of workers are
suffering repetitive strain injuries (RSI)
from over-intensive use of keyboards, and
use of ergonomically poor workplaces.
Technologies that might reduce the use of
keyboards also appear to give rise to RSIs,
so there is little cause for optimism 
Often this can be an intrusion. When the
house is small the intrusion will be greater:
meaning that this intrusion will be greater for
less wealthy workers. Beyond this, there is
the psychological intrusion of work on the
home. A lack of physical distance can cause
a lack of emotional distance: work in the
home can make it impossible to get away
from work. Equally, someone calling at the
door of the house on personal business may
interrupt work for someone working at home:
whereas if they are at work in a traditional
workplace, the caller is inevitably ignored.
Where a traditional workplace has a culture
of long hours, and the team also includes
some working at home, those working at the
traditional workplace have been known to
call those working at home ‘teleshirkers’
(comment made by seminar participant).
Colleagues working in a more traditional way
can easily resent the flexibility offered to
LIWorkers. 
Changing work patterns can also be expected
to have effects on the design of offices and
homes. More homes are likely to be built
with one or two offices as part of the design.
Meanwhile, if people are spending less time
in traditional workplaces, it is to be expected
that less space will be needed by these
traditional workplaces. This can mean cost
savings for employers. Perhaps some of the
space no longer needed for offices will be
taken over by housing, although the evidence
seems to suggest that this will be largely by
new employment using less offices while the
more-or-less normal turnover of posts
reduces the number intensively using offices
in the traditional way.
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• The speed, and increasing pace, of
technological change increase the need for
training, and repeated retraining 
• ICTs bring ever more data to the desk of
many workers. Information overload can
be a severe problem, leading to excessive
stress (Lau, 1998)
• Technology is enabling more employers to
consider the use of surveillance (whether
on not in the context of LIW). This
“threatens to undermine the autonomy and
dignity of workers” (Gooday, 1998). This
can lead to a breakdown of trust between
the employer and employee, to the
detriment of both. 
Chapter 3: Information
Jackie Rafferty
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'Information' is everywhere. Everything we
see, feel, and hear contains information. How
do we, as individuals, or organisations,
synthesise information into our own
experience? How do we make use of it in the
'knowledge economy' as 'knowledge
management' takes hold? What we actually
perceive is a mass of data. It is only
transformed into information through the
meaning that we impose on it. A further
process of critical analysis and testing against
earlier preconceptions is required for each of
us to translate that information into knowledge.
We cannot look at information provision
without looking at the information recipients.
This has a profound impact on the way
information systems should be designed and
implemented. Addressing the cultural, social
and ethical agenda of how organisations
manage their businesses is of great importance.
We set out by looking at information
provision within organisations. The initial
perspective was of examining and extending
the role of the traditional 'professional
systems developer' working for a 'client' to
one of looking at the ethical and social
impact on all stakeholders and the
consequences for the education of computer
scientists. To this end we started with the
questions:
• What types of information do organisations
use and for what purposes? 
• How can information usage be managed in
a way that balances the needs of all parties
in an acceptable manner? 
• How can information systems be developed
within the context of social responsibility?
How much information do organisations
collect through their information systems?
How much of it do they use? Many large
organisations are sophisticated users of
information, data mining to achieve the
information they require. Others, however,
appear to be warehousing data in ‘data
cemeteries’, just because collecting
information is seen to be increasingly
important. The advent of the 'digital age' and
the 'information society' has increased the
opportunities to collect and store information.
Traditionally organisations kept information
on personnel, products and payroll. Now
information is collected on, for example, the
buying habits of the supermarket shopper or
the on-line behaviour of a bank's internet
customers. There is often little clarity either
within or outside the organisation about how
the data will help the organisation's business,
who should access it, or, indeed, whether the
information becomes a commodity in its own
right to be sold on. Few organisations large or
small articulate the three strategies that might
address these issues:
Information management strategy – why?
Information systems strategy – what?
Information technology strategy – how?
A fourth strategy also needs to be added:
which is the 'who' – in terms of who are the
information stakeholders and owners. As the
Internet appears to have the effect of speeding
up our world there “is more concern about
the products of endeavours rather than the
manner in which these endeavours are
undertaken,” (Rogerson, 1996). Product rather
than process becomes all. 
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Simon Rogerson argues for an inclusive
perspective on planning, designing and
implementing information systems with a
wider rather than a narrower horizon. He cites
a study of 16 information system projects
where the perception of what and whom
should be considered was narrow. All the
stakeholders were internal to the
organisations and in close proximity to the
projects. There is a much wider range of
potential stakeholders in any information
system development that wishes to achieve a
socially and ethically sensitive outcome.
Included among such stakeholders would be
owners, employees, unions, capital providers,
government, customers, suppliers, community
groups and competitors. If all the relevant
stakeholders are taken on board at the outset
of a project the process will embrace "the
views and concerns of all parties affected by
the project." Concerns over, for example,
deskilling of jobs and redundancy effect the
whole community relating to the enterprise.
Ian Whittington also illustrates the need to
move away from the 'supplier-centric' model
of information systems. He argues for a 'user-
centric' view with cultural, behavioural and
social issues being addressed. A user-centric
view recognises that information (as opposed
to data) arises at the point of understanding
rather than from the point of provision.
Focusing on the user also causes us to
question who is the user, and who is the
owner, of personal information. Data about
people "can be and is moved around,
consolidated, assessed, sold for high prices,
used as the basis for all sorts of decisions,
processed into composite reports and
analysed . . . Fundamental issues of human
rights arise from concerns about the reasons
for this obsessive data gathering . . . "
(Glastonbury & LaMendola, 1992).
The use of information involves making
judgements as to the relevance of the
information, its value and its potential effect
on the actions of the individual and the
organisation. Thus information may be
labelled as valuable or worthless, as company
confidential or non-confidential, as private or
public, by both the individual and the
organisation. Such interpretations will
determine what information is gathered, how
it is searched for, how it is arranged and what
use it is put to. The meaning placed on the
information is influenced by the attitudes and
values of the individual and the organisation
(McBride, 1999). 
An individual's attitudes and values are
informed by their cultural, religious, political
and economic circumstances. These may, or
may not, match the purpose of the
organisation and the often unwritten culture
of the organisation they work within. Wu (1999)
asks “whose values and principles should be
adopted: the developing professionals or the
sponsoring body, or some other independent
third parties with authenticity and authority?”
Ethical use of information highlights issues of:
• privacy and confidentiality
• ownership and accessibility
• equity
• accuracy
• quality and reliability. 
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But ethics itself is a vast area of study. The
issues above may equally be adequately
addressed by an organisation running a
website selling pornography as by a social
services department dealing with sensitive
personal information. A web business may
well assure its customers of privacy and
confidentiality, quality and reliability. 
Raab (1999) addresses the crucial issue of
individual privacy and the need to manage the
use of personal information in a way that
balances the needs of all parties in an
acceptable manner. He highlights the
difficulties of identifying 'all parties' and the
fact that their needs or interests may not be
determined in a straightforward manner. He
argues that the concept of 'balance of interest'
is flawed, both as an outcome and a process
and that "ultimately it is a political process
involving conflict as well as consensus
involving data controlling organisations,
individuals (data subjects), regulatory
organisations (data protection
commissioners), judicial and political bodies,
and others." (Raab, 1999) This idea is
supported by Whittington who sees problems
balancing the needs of different stakeholders
even within an organisation "where there are
conflicting drivers and issues of security
against availability". Increasingly the
balancing act has to take on the complexity of
crossing national boundaries, including
different legal entities, cultures and norms. 
Ethical codes are increasingly having an
impact on information provision. Ever more
professionals dealing with the information
systems are members of bodies with codes. 
Yet, although Information System
professionals are governed by codes of ethics
Rob McCusker suggests there is “a degree of
naivety amongst organisations and some
academics concerning the benefits of codes of
conduct for an organisation, and ultimately
for the public . . . Such naivety rests upon the
notion . . . that an ethical code makes an
unethical company ethical” (McCusker,
1998). For ethical outcomes there is a need
for integrity, moral attitudes and judgements.
As McCusker says “many in the criminal
fraternity operate under a self-regulated and
strictly enforced code of conduct. One would
be unlikely to conclude that the mafia, for
example, was an ethical organisation in
consequence.” (McCusker, 1998) 
The challenge for socially responsible
information provision is therefore multiplied.
This is because what we are addressing is 1)
the need and means of educating information
system developers who are able to integrate
the ethical dimension into their work, and 2)
the need to develop a society where the norm
is for organisations and businesses to behave
ethically, morally and with integrity in all
their transactions.
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Chapter 4: Professionalism
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We live in a world where the power of
information and communications
technologies has increased massively. 
Yet the sense of responsibility of the
professionals working most closely with
those technologies has stagnated. What
does it mean to be a profession? What are
the roles for standards, codes of conduct,
regulation, the law, ombudsmen and peers
in promoting professionalism? 
A Profession
“The classic professions, such as medicine
and law, are characterised by having closed
membership, professional bodies that can
sanction members, protracted periods of
training, detailed knowledge, independence
and an internally defined code of conduct”
(Spence, 1999). Occupations in information
and communications technology may require
detailed knowledge, and there may be
internally defined codes of conduct for some;
but they don’t have closed memberships,
or professional bodies with meaningful
sanction powers.
One of the factors that has long marked out
the professions in the minds of the public is
that “members of the public accept that they
do not themselves have specialist knowledge
. . . and they therefore trust the better
judgement of professionals in these areas”
(Spence, 1999). True professionals are those
that respect this trust, and earn and deserve it,
by looking beyond their own narrow self-
interest and the self-interest of their
employers. 
• Professionalism implies a commitment to
the interests of all end-users and other
stakeholders
• Professionalism and excellence require
much more than delivering on time and
within budget. There are occasions when to
deliver what is requested on time and
within budget would mean to deliver a
dangerous and/or malfunctioning system.
The Industry
The software engineering industry is an
industry that “tends still to be mesmerised
with technological aspects” (Thompson,
1999). The interest in the technology is, after
all, much of what draws people to the
industry. 
• There is a severe danger that codes of
ethics will reflect a narrow technical
perspective 
• Where a code makes reference to
certification it is important that (1) it
should not just reflect narrow technical
skills (if it does, is ‘professionalism’ an
appropriate word?) and (2) no particular
commercial certification should be
mentioned by name when impartiality
would be more appropriate.
One possible route for an employer seeking
high moral standards might be thought to be
to only employ members of a professional
body. There are problems with this. Firstly, so
long as the professional body has no effective
sanctions, there is no guarantee that the
professional body would approve of the
activities of its member, even if those
activities were known. Secondly, many
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workers with appropriate skills are not members
of professional bodies: and there is no great
reason to think that those who are members
of a professional body are more ethical. 
• Ethical awareness should be part of the job
specification for jobs in ICT; this could be
tested at interview – however: there could
well be practical difficulties finding
candidates who would meet this criterion,
at least in the short term 
• If you cannot recruit ethically sensitive
staff: in-house ethics education sessions
should be run. These should not be just a
one-off session at induction, but an
approach that encourages continuous staff
development and on-going discussion of
ethical issues 
• There are doubts about whether staff could
be trained into an organisation’s value
system when they may already have
developed a value system of their own;
however there is evidence that ethical
training can be effective
• Impartiality is impossible: we all have
biases; the aim should be to help staff
recognise this and to become aware of their
own biases.
Within a Broader Organisation
There is a danger that the managers of the
organisation will take the attitude “I employ
computer people to worry about our
computers so I don’t have to’, while the
‘professional’ will take the attitude ‘I have
enough to do without worrying about the uses
to which my work is put: that’s
management’s job” (Langford, 1999).
A number of measures can be taken to reduce
the chances that moral responsibility will fall
between safe, but shy, pairs of hands. 
• In many organisations, the IS community is
quite separate from the rest of the
organisation; it would be much better if the
IS community were to promote themselves
and publicise what they are doing
• IS departments should be open to outside
scrutiny and audit
• The boundaries of responsibility for each
job need to be clear. Nonetheless, it is
important to avoid a narrow task focus. The
aim should be towards a more holistic view
of responsibilities: to ALL stakeholders
• Responsibilities don’t stop at the doors of
the company: responsibilities are wider
than to personnel within the company
• Standards for ethical behaviour should be
specified and evaluation of employees’
performance against them should be
included in their annual appraisal, with
direct links to salary and/or promotion
prospects.
The Individual Professional and the
Wider Profession
Because there is a moral responsibility on
professionals to look beyond their narrow
self-interest, there are a range of obligations
in the way they interrelate to the wider
profession. 
• New recruits to the profession will look
around them to see what behaviour is
expected of them. The professional has a
responsibility to new recruits, to set high
standards, and to lead by example
18
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• A professional has a duty to other
professionals: eg to share new ideas or
examples of good practice 
• It is the duty of the IS/IT professional to
provide leadership and guidance to the end-
user community; a senior ‘champion’ for
ethical issues is one idea worthy of further
consideration.
Further Research
• The concept of an ethics advisor and/or
advisory committee needs investigation.
There is a real possibility that organisations
can be persuaded that it is more profitable
to correct a poor system than to release it
onto the market. At the same time, though,
there is a risk ‘professionals’ will stop
thinking seriously about ethics, taking the
view that it is the work of the advisors. 
• Few would deny that professionalism is
part of the answer to the ethical worries
raised by ICT. However, the professionals
are likely to be white, literate, middle aged
or young, urban, not disabled, and men.
The information age affects, and can be
affected by very many more people than
the professionals in the ICT sector. Can all
the perspectives of the population be fully
taken into account by professionalism
alone? 
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